Many guidelines recommend that adults older than 50 years be screened for colon cancer. Screening tests can help find cancer earlier and decrease the chance of dying from this disease. Unfortunately, as many as 1 in 3 people do not get screened for colon cancer. There are many reasons for this. Doctors may be too busy to discuss all of the options and answer patients' questions. Some patients may be too embarrassed to be screened or may be against it. Different communication methods and ways of ordering these tests are needed to help increase the number of patients who get screened.
What is the problem and what is known about it so far?
Many guidelines recommend that adults older than 50 years be screened for colon cancer. Screening tests can help find cancer earlier and decrease the chance of dying from this disease. Unfortunately, as many as 1 in 3 people do not get screened for colon cancer. There are many reasons for this. Doctors may be too busy to discuss all of the options and answer patients' questions. Some patients may be too embarrassed to be screened or may be against it. Different communication methods and ways of ordering these tests are needed to help increase the number of patients who get screened.
Why did the researchers do this particular study? To see if an iPad health app that educated patients about different options for colon cancer screening and allowed them to choose the test they wanted would increase the rate of testing.
Who was studied?
450 patients (aged 50 to 74 years) who were due for a colon cancer screening test and had an appointment to see their primary care doctor. The study was done in 6 community-based clinics that were associated with a health system in North Carolina.
How was the study done?
The researchers identified primary care patients who were due for colon cancer screening. Patients who were interested in participating were asked to come to their appointment 45 to 60 minutes early in order to join the study. They were randomly assigned to the colon cancer education group or control group. The colon cancer education group viewed an iPad app that provided information about different screening options, and they were able to "order" either a colonoscopy or a test that looked for blood in the stool. This information was given to the doctor before the visit. Patients also could have the app send them text message or e-mail reminders to help complete the screening test after the visit. The control group watched a video about diet and exercise. They were not given information about colon cancer screening before the visit, and they did not have the option to order their own screening test. Both groups answered questions about what type of colon cancer screening test they preferred, whether they planned to get screened, and whether they had discussed screening with the doctor during the visit. The researchers looked at medical charts and other information to see if patients had a colon cancer screening test within 6 months after the doctor visit.
What did the researchers find?
Nearly all patients in the colon cancer education group could say which screening test they would like to have. Test ordering and discussions about screening happened more often in the education group than the control group. Researchers found that the colon cancer education group was twice as likely to have the test done than the control group (30% vs. 15%).
What were the limitations of the study?
The study enrolled only patients who spoke English.
What are the implications of the study? An iPad health app that allows patients to order tests can help increase rates of colon cancer screening. However, rates were still low (around 30%). 
